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Mormonism:
The Dancingest
Denomination
Georganne Ba ll if Arrington

T

HE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS and its
members have a long history of vigorous participation in dance. From
the dances held in Joseph Smith's home in Nauvoo to the huge dance
festivals of the 1950s and 1960s, dance has been an important part of
Mormon life. In an article about a Salt Lake dance festival invoiving 8,000
young people, Time magazine referred to Mormonism as the "dancingest
denomination." 1
Dance is not found in Mormon worship services, but it exists in
abundance in the recreational and educational programs of the Church.
This article will examine the Mormon philosophy toward dance, briefly
delineate the history of dance in the LDS Church, and discuss the role of
dance in contemporary Mormondom.
DANCE AND MORMON PHILOSOP HY

The original inspiration propelling those 8,000 pairs of dancing feet in
Salt Lake City and giving impetus to dance in Mormon culture is found in the
Articles of Faith, written by Joseph Smith in 1842. This summation of some
basic tenets of the Church concludes: "If there is anything virtuous, lovely,
or of good report or praiseworthy, we seek after these things ( 13th Article of
Faith). This statement contains a concise yet comprehensive Mqrmon
philosophy toward dance and the arts.
Neither Joseph Smith nor Brigham Young believed in confining the
religious training of a Latter-day Saint exclusively to doctrine. Both desired
to develop the whole person and sought to embrace every good and
ennobling activity in the secular and the spiritual realm. Brigham Young
recognized a lacking in his own upbringing:
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The proper and necessary gambols of youth having been denied
to me makes me want active exercise and amusement now.... I
shall not subject my little children to such a course of unnatural
training, but they shall go to the dance, study music, read novels,
and do anything else that will tend to expand their frames, add
fire to their spirits, improve their minds, and make them feel
free and untrammeled in body and mind. 2
Unlike most religious leaders of his day, Brigham believed that dancing was
compatible with a truly religious life:
If you wish to dance, dance; and you are just as much prepared
for a prayer meeting after dancing as ever you were, if you are
Saints. If you desire to ask God for anything, you are as well
prepared to do so in the dance as in any other place, if you are
Saints. 3
The Mormon philosophy seems clear: ideally, the development of the whole
person meant that both devotion and recreation could unite a person with
God.
Mormon communities provided recreational and devotional activities
for all ages. The tabernacle and the theater were structures of comparable
importance in early Mormon settlements. Their generally compatible
coexistence reveals a great deal about the Mormon outlook. As Kenneth
Clark wrote in Civilisation: "Ifl had to say which was telling the truth about
society, a speech by a Minister of Housing or the actual buildings put up in
his time, I should believe the buildings." 4
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Dance hall at Canyon Creek. July 4, 1 800
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While the tabernacle or chapel was the center of community religious
activity, the theater provided a place for the Saints' education and recreation;
both buildings usually composed the foundation of a new town. The "brush
bowery," a primitive shelter used for worship services, was the fir:st
structure the Mormon pioneers built in the Salt Lake Valley. And, by 1862,
they had finished the Salt Lake Theatre. 5 W. 0. Robinson , organizer of the
first MIA dance festivals, described the role of the tabernacle and the theater
in early Utah: "Around these two institutions revolved pioneer life, and by
them was their pioneer life lifted up socially, culturally, spiritually. " 6
Eventually, the tabernacle or chapel and the theater or recreation hall were
combined in a single building for each neighborhood. Theaters corntinued
to exist independently, but the joining of space for devotional services and
space for recreation illustrated the attempt to unify the purposes of each
activity.
The ideas and leadership of]oseph Smith and Brigham Young helped
to shape the Mormon philosophy of dance. Their admonitions to pursue
good and ennobling activities and to praise the Lord with music and dlancing
are still acknowledged and followed today. And presently, these attitudes
underlie the Church's encouragement of artistic, intellectual, and athletic
activities. Boyd K. Packer recently reiterated Joseph Smith's philosophy of
pursuing the excellent things in life:
Go to, then, you who are gifted; cultivate your gift. Develop it in
any of the arts and in every worthy example of them .... Increase
our spiritual heritage in music, in art, in literature, in dance, in
drama. 7
DANCE IN MORMON HISTORY

Early nineteenth-century ministers preached against the evils of
recreation; work was the proper activity of the righteous. Play-especially
dancing-was forbidden in the strongest terms. Within this environment,
Joseph Smith set an unusual precedent by encouraging and himself
engaging in dance, drama, and other recreation in the Mormon community.
He was a "competent, skillful performer in active sports," he encouraged
walking, wrestling, baseball, pulling sticks, and hiking. He also participated
in music, drama, dancing, and woodcutting bees. 8 On various occasions he
hosted parties in his home , such as the one on Christmas Day 1843, when his
guests "spent the evening in music, dancing, &c., in a most cheerful and
friendly manner." 9 Such activities were very much a part of early Mormon
life.
Although the early Saints endorsed dance, they also stressed
moderation and remaining within the bounds of propriety. Dance was a
beneficial pastime if good company was maintained, reasonable hours kept,
and orderly behavior displayed. An 1844 issue of Times and Seasons, a
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Dancers in Saltair pavilion, 1 81 3

Mormon newspaper, contained a letter to the editor in which a concerned
father asked for guidance on the subject of dancing.John Taylor, the editor,
replied that there was "unnecessary superstition" with regard to the activity.
He felt that, if pursued in moderation, dance added to the grace and dignity
of man and tended to invigorate the system. Along with his comments on the
benefits of dance , he included a warning:
When it leads people into bad company and causes them to keep
untimely hours, it has a tendency to enervate and weaken the
system, and lead to profligate and intemperate habits. And so far
as it does this, so far it is injurious to society, and corrupting to
the morals of youth. Solomon says that "there is a time to dance:"
but that time is not at eleven or twelve o'clock at night, nor at
one, two, three or four o'clock in the morning.10
There is a time for every purpose-a time to mourn and a time to dance.
After the martyrdom of Joseph Smith, Brigham Young cautioned the
Latter-day Saints: "It is not now a time for dancing or frolics but a time of
mourning, and of humiliation and prayer. " 11 For the early members of the
Church, dance was an expression of rejoicing and thanksgiving; in the time
following Joseph's death it would have been inappropriate.
But when the time was appropriate, Brigham Young danced heartily.
He explained the place of dance in Mormonism:
I want it distinctly understood, that fiddling and dancing are no
part of our worship. The question may be asked, What are they
for, then? I answer, that my body may keep pace with my mind.
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My mind labors like a man logging, all the time: and this is the
reason I am fond of these pastimes-they give me a privilege to
throw every thing off, and shake myself, that my body may
exercise, and my mind rest. What for? To get strength, and be
renewed and quickened, and enlivened, and animated, so that
my mind may not wear out. 12
Dance was an integral part of the life of the whole man, not a tenet of
religious teaching.
But Brigham Young saw other uses for dance besides recreation and
mental renewal. As the leader of the Mormon migration from Nauvoo to the
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west, Brigham saw dance as a tool for strengthening group solidarity and
morale. Dancing provided a physical and emotional release from suffering
and hardship. As the pioneers journeyed west they met regularly to dance, to
sing, and to build their courage for the struggle ahead of them. The U.S.
government interrupted their migration at the beginning of the Mexican
War in June, 1846, requesting that the Mormons form a battalion of men to
march to the Pacific coast. The request could not have been more
inconveniently timed, but the Saints' desire to show their loyalty and their
need of money prevailed, and 520 men were recruited. Colonel Thomas L.
Kane was present at the farewell ball the Saints gave in honor of the
battalion. He later described the event to the Historical Society of
Pennsylvania:
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The afternoon before was appropriated to a farewell ball; and a
more merry dancing rout I have never seen . ... It was the custom , whenever the larger camps rested for a few days together,
to make great arbors, or boweries, as they called them, of poles,
and brush, and wattling .... In one of these, where the ground
had been trodden firm and hard ... was gathered now the mirth
and beauty of the Mormon Israel. ... With the rest, attended the
Elders of the Church within call, including nearly all the chiefs of
the High Council, with their wives and children. They, the
gravest and most trouble-worn, seemed the most anxious of any
to be the first to throw off the burden of heavy thoughts. Their
leading off the dancing in a great double cotillion, was the signal
bade the festivity commence. To the canto of debonair violins,
the cheer of horns, the jingle of sleigh bells, and the jovial
snoring of the tambourine, they did dance! ... French fours,
Copenhagen jigs, Virginia reels, and the like forgotten figures
executed with the spirit of people too happy to be slow, or
bashful, or constrained. Light hearts, lithe figures , and light feet ,
had it their own way from an early hour till after the sun had
dipped behind the sharp sky-line of the Omaha hills. 13
On January 14, 1847, during the harsh months at Winter Quarters,
Brigham Young recorded the following as part of "the Word and Will of the
Lord": "If thou art merry, praise the Lord with singing, with music, with
dancing, and with a prayer of praise and thanksgiving" (D&C 136:28). Here,
he reinforced the functi on of dance as a sustaining and praising activity in
Mormon culture.
After the pioneers settled in the Salt Lake Valley, dance continued to be
their paramount recreation. Milton R. Hunter wrote that "this activity was
probably the most common amusement of the founders of our State, being
enjoyed in every city, town , and hamlet in Utah." 14 Social Halls and other
buildings were constructed for dancing and other recreation, and dance was
an important feature of every celebration. Schools for teaching dance
appeared in Utah as early as 1853.
The completion of the Salt Lake Theatre in 1862 added another
dimension to dance in Mormon culture. With the establishment of the Saints
in the territory and the achievement of a certain degree of permanence,
dance as an art form began to emerge. The Theatre was the home for the
Deseret Dramatic Association. Within this association of actors and
actresses, Sara Alexander, performer of dance specialties and comic roles,
was a favorite of Salt Lake audiences. Brigham Young felt that Miss
Alexander's contribution to the theater was so essential that he in effect
called her on a mission to entertain the people of Salt Lake City. Prior to her
term as a comic actress and dancer, Sara taught Brigham Young's children.
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Muriel Smart and Elva Crosby Dean performing in a 1 921 BYU
production based on the Greek myth of Aphrodite and Adonis

In fact, Brigham Young's daughters became so proficient in dance that they
appeared frequently on the stage of the Salt Lake Theatre. One of the
daughters recalled: "It was probably because of our training in dancing that
the girls of our family were in such demand for 'fairy' or ballet dancers when
the Salt Lake Theatre was opened." 15
The Salt Lake Theatre, (modeled after the Drury Lane Theatre in
London in ideal and in architecture), featured the dramatic efforts of both
the local community and-with the completion of the railroad-the world
outside the valley. As touring companies made their way into the once
isolated community in the Rocky Mountains, the local stock company lost its
captive audience. By the season of 1874- 75, the Salt Lake Theatre had
engaged so many professional theatricals that the Deseret Dramatic
Association was left without a stage on which to perform. 16 Although dance
as a theatre art was not fully realized within the young, thriving, Mormon
community, the activities of the dramatic association and the Theatre were
quite a cultural achievement for a frontier civilization.
While dance was being appreciated by the audiences in the Salt Lake
Theatre, the people still continued to participate in dance as a social activity.
Brigham Young avidly supported dance, but he was uneasy about a new style
that emerged in the latter part of the nineteenth century-round dancing.
Initially his disapproval of the waltz and other round dances which utilized
the closed position was quite definite; his clerk George Reynolds reported
that "he was opposed to them , from beginning to end, from top to
4B
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bottom." 17 Later his attitude relaxed. In reaction to this and other worldly
temptations confronting youth, the Young Ladies' Retrenchment Association
took a firm stand against round dancing and sought to develop the art in
what they felt was a more worthy direction.
Part of the colonizing of the Utah Territory was the building of
numerous recreation halls in communities, where dance was the chief
entertainment. Competition between Mormon and non-Mormon dance
halls was a cause of concern for some Church leaders and members. Edward
H . Anderson of the MIA General Board remarked in 1911 that,
In too large a number of stakes of Zion public amusement
places, instead of being owned by the wards and managed by
our organizations, are held by ordinary private corporations
who therefore devise , direct, and control the amusements of the
young people, always with an eye to the main chance of gathering the dollar. While some of the socials are fairly good, it is often
the case that no protection is vouchsafed the young people
except their own often wavering power of self-control. It is a
condition that needs remedy. The importance of owning our
own halls and of controlling and directing the social amusements and recreations of our community is only second to
controlling and directing their moral and religious training. 18
In 1910 the Deseret Gymnasium was built for use by students of the
Latter-day Saint University in Salt Lake City. The Young Women's Mutual
Improvement Association (YWMIA), formerly the Retrenchment

BYU dance group under Algie Ballif and Mildred Lewis. 1921
President Brimhall frowned on going barefoot
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Association, asked that the facility might also be used by their girls in case of
inclement weather. The gymnasium provided young women with the
opportunity to learn and develop skills in appropriate social dances. Ann
Nebeker, a former member of the YWMIA, was hired specifically to teach
dance, gymnastics, and athletics. By June of 1911, courses in dance
instruction were offered throughout the Church on neighborhood,
community, and regional levels, reflecting the philosophy of the YWMIA
leaders, that "it would be far more creditable to teach the young how to
dance properly and gracefully than to offer criticism." 19 Dance in the
YWMIA as of]une, 1914, consisted of "Hewett's Fancy," the Scotch Reel, and
square dances. During this time dance and recreation were officially under

BYU dancers, ca . 1 920

the auspices of the Mutual Improvement Associations. Enthusiasm for dance
continued to grow in the Church, and with the increase in participation
came the clarification of the standards for MIA dances. In 1923 some general
guidelines were outlined.
No dance should be conducted unless a dance director was
present who had qualified himself as such by special training
in the MIA.
2. City ordinances concerning public dance halls should be
maintained.
3. Music for the dances must be played as written; the orchestra
[ was] to remain seated during the rendition of the numbers;
and "jazz" music was to be eliminated.
1.
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4. Good dance atmosphere should be maintained.
5. Good dance position must be insisted upon .. .. "The gentleman should stand erect with his left arm easily extended.
The lady rests her right hand lightly on the gentleman's left
hand; her left hand rests firmly on the gentleman's right
shoulder. Her left elbow must rest on the gentleman's right
elbow, thus bringing her position slightly to his right, never
directly in front of him." 20
Despite the rules and restrictions, MlA dances were a popular and enjoyable
social outlet for the young people.

DANCE IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY MORMONOOM

The elaborate Church dance festivals began in 1922 with an exhibition
at Saltair, a resort situated on the Great Salt Lake. The evening featured
dancing and other entertainments, such as community singing and a Scout
band. This event, modest as it was, attracted an audience of 5,836. The dance
exhibition soon became a featured event at the annual MIAJune
Conference. As the years progressed and the Church's youth and directors
became more experienced and skilled, the colorful dance programs grew in
size and popularity. Young people throughout the Church were encouraged
to take part, and the spectacles often included from 3,000 to 12,000 dancers.
The dance festivals at Saltair continued until 1947, when the crowds finally
outgrew that facility. Then in 1947, they moved to the University of Utah
stadium, where the production was enhanced visually by the green lawn and
open air. The move did not solve the problem of space, however, and
beginning in 1953 the June Conference dance festival was scheduled for two
nights. 21 June Conferences were discontinued in 1973, and dance festivals
are no longer a single, centralized production. Church organizations in
various parts of the United States and foreign countries now plan their own
festivals , which can feature dances characteristic of their region or
traditions .
.The June Conference dance festivals represent a culmination of the
Retrenchment Association's aims to avoid the fashions of the day and
develop dance in a more "worthwhile" direction. The dance programs not
only exhibited the skill of many participants but also included a vast,
invisible supporting structure of teachers, directors, and others. In 1955,
Marba Josephson, a member of the YWMIA General Board, commented:
"Behind these visible dancers are two to three times as many who in the
wards and stakes have been receiving the benefit of well-directed,
well-supervised dance activities." 22
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DANCE AT BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

In 1914 the MIA asked leading Church schools to offer a special course
in dance training and direction to better prepare MIA leaders. Brigham
Young Academy followed this instruction and went further to expand its
dance offerings. At its beginning in 1875, the academy had no formally
organized physical education activities; recreation consisted of spontaneous
hikes, dances, and picnics. 23 In 1890 Susa Young Gates, a daughter of
Brigham Young, initiated a Theory of Physical Culture class; and courses in
calisthenics and military marching soon followed. During a trip east, Miss
Gates persuaded Maud May Babcock, a teacher of physical culture and the
Delsarte system (which combined calisthenics with singing, declamation,
and dancing to develop bodily grace and poise) at Harvard to come to Utah
and expose the men and women to important ideas of physical culture and
elocution. 24 She came in 1892, and that summer a course in the Delsarte
system-"natural and aesthetic movements for physical development and
for expression in elocution"-was offered at the academy. 25 Miss Babcock's
students participated in activities such as figure marching, Indian club
movements, dumbbell drills, free hand exercises, wand winding, and light
gymnastics. Miss Babcock was the first professionally trained physical
education teacher at the academy, and her concepts of physical culture and
her successful classes provided the underpinnings for the establishment of a
department dedicated solely to the purpose of physical education.

Christmas dance held at Union Station, Ogden, 1 933

52

Dance

In 1913 the Women's Gymnasium was completed, providing a new and
spacious facility for dance and other recreational and educational activities.
Dance was added to the physical culture coursework, and for the first time
credit was awarded for dance classes. Between 1915 and 1918 professional
dancing, social dancing, and dancing and ballroom supervision were made

Connie Freese performing a pas de deux

from Don Quixote

available to students of Brigham Young Academy. The titles of dance courses
offered in the twenties and early thirties were ambiguous. Apparently, the
BYA dance instructors were not sure if they were teaching Elementary and
Advanced Aesthetic Dancing (1922), Elementary and Advanced Natural
Dancing (1923), Elementary and Advanced Interpretive Dancing (1925), or
Elementary and Advanced Creative Dancing (1933). It is amusing to
consider what unique properties might have differentiated aesthetic,
natural, interpretive, and creative dance from one another. Reviews were
popular among the college students and in th.e community; these dance
presentations were frequently interpretations of Greek myths and poetry. In
such a small and insular community as Provo was, it seems remarkable that
the BYA faculty were so progressive and contemporary in their dance forms.
In the following years , as the curriculum of the entire school was
upgraded and expanded, the academy became a university. Dance offerings
at the university continued to increase, and classes which dealt primarily
with teaching the different forms of dance were added to the physical
education program. These included social, square, tap, marching, folk, clog,
and modern dance. In 1948, Orchesis, a student organization for the
53
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performance of modern dance, was organized at BYU. This group
encouraged the serious study of modern dance and also provided an outlet
for student performances. A modern dance troupe, The Dancer's Company,
was started in 1976.
Other dance groups were also organized on campus. The International
Folk Dancers came into being in 1956 through the efforts of Mary Bee
Jensen. This group began with seven couples and grew to 400 members. The
folk dancers tour extensively, both nationally and internationally.
The Ballroom Dance Team, formed in 1960, has established an
international reputation for excellence through the expertise of its dancers,
working under skilled, professional leadership.
The Corps de Ballet was organized in 1964 and has been known since
1968 as Theatre Ballet. The corps' dancers have demonstrated their talents
in operas and other dramatic productions on campus.
The Social Dance program at BYU, originally begun in 1914, came
under the direction of the enthusiastic Alma Heaton in 1953. Under Heaton,
a program of social dance instruction blossomed which emphasized
participation rather than performance. Enrollment in social dance classes at
BYU now exceeds 6,000 students each year. 26

BYU modern dance group, Dancers Company

As new forms of dance and new uses for dance emerge, BYU amends its
curriculum to include as many as prove practical and valuable. Among the
courses added in recent decades are those in marching, precision dance,
jazz, disco, and tap dance. The dance department also offers a course in
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teaching creative dance to children. The university sponsors a children's
dance program which functions as both a training ground for aspiring
teachers and a creative environment for the teaching of dance techniques.
The dance program at BYU is one of the most comprehensive programs of
its kind in the country. Its success can be credited to a skilled and dedicated
faculty and to the Mormon emphasis on education and recreation.
DANCE IN CONTEMPORARY MORMDNDOM

Mormon involvement in dance is not limited to Church organizations
and schools but reaches beyond them to the national and international
community. Highly skilled, professional educators, performers, and
choreographers in the Mormon culture have influenced and continue to
influence the sphere of dance. Perhaps the most well-known is Virginia
Tanner, who has been widely acclaimed for her methods of teaching
creative dance to children and her children's Dance Theatre. Dance critic
Walter Terry has called her a Mormon teacher who is a genius in training
children.27 Miss Tanner was also the motivating force for the founding of
Utah's nationally known Repertory Dance Theatre. Other Mormons who are
prominent in the world of dance include Shirley Ririe and Joan Woodbury,
cofounders and directors of the widely traveled Ririe-Woodbury Dance
Company, and William Christensen, who was instrumental in founding the
San Francisco Ballet and the Utah Civic Ballet, more recently known as Ballet
West.
Mormon dancers and professionals have also influenced movement
education and the Artists-in-the-Schools program. BYU faculty member Dee
Winterton is a successful, nationally recognized movement educator. His
professional code, "to teachpeople, not programs," reaffirms Joseph Smith's
philosophy of educating the whole person.
That Mormon artists dance in some of the major companies and
competitions in the world is a significant achievement for them and for the
religious attitudes they reflect. The ideal Mormon artist is spurred on in his
or her work not by the anticipation of worldly acclaim, but by the desire to
produce a worthy offering--one that glorifies God and Mormon
beliefs-and to share with and educate others so that more will aspire to
dance. The primary contribution of the LDS, however, probably has been
and likely will continue to be in education.
In Mormon culture, dance has served as both a means to an end and as
an end in itself in the pursuit of the praiseworthy in life. As a means, dance
has increased group solidarity and provided a vital outlet for recreation and
socialization. As an end in itself, dance is an ennobling activity which adds to
the grace and dignity of man. Brigham Young explained, simply and
precisely, what makes Mormons the "dancingest denomination."
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Our work, our every-day labor, our whole lives are within the
scope of our religion. This is what we believe and what we try to
practice .... Recreation and diversion are as necessary to our
well-being as the more serious pursuits of life. 28
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